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	 The	 attitude	 that	 accompanies	 the	 sphere	 of	 the	 sacred	 among	
Amerindians	 does	 not	 exclude	 humor.	 	To	 the	 contrary,	 the	 grotesque	
itself	 is	part	of	the	image	of	the	divine	as	well	as	of	the	human.		Power	
produces	laughter	and	laughter	has	power.		Ludicrous	aspects	of	creation	






	 There	 are	 numerous	 examples	 of	 these	 imperfect	 gods	 of	 the	
Amerindians,	whose	acts	affect	 their	own	appearance,	 transfiguring	and	
caricaturing	them.		My	central	argument	is	that	the	use	of	humor,	to	express	
the	 imperfection	 of	 the	 gods,	 communicates	 something	 very	 important	
towards	 a	 native	 theory	 of	 knowledge.1	 	 For	 some	 Amerindians,	 all	
thought	produces	effects	in	the	world.		Therefore,	aesthetics	and	cognition	
are	intimately	related.	 	I	will	concentrate	on	the	link	between	grotesque	
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in	 this	 paradox	 as	 related	 topics,	 considering	 both	 the	 fascination	 they	






will	 be	 negated	 is	 first	 staged.	 	 And	 so,	 negation,	 temporality,	 and	 the	
hypothetical	 character	 of	 the	 affirmation	 are	 not	 expressible.	 	Only	 the	
possibilities	of	relation	are	presented.		The	temporal	and	modal	character	
of	 the	 theme	has	 to	be	 inferred	by	means	of	 the	unfolding	 scene.	 	The	
object	of	communication	using	this	code	is	the	relations	between	subject	
and	others,	and	between	subject	and	environment.		More	important	than	











	 Verena	 Alberti,	 citing	Warning,	 suggests	 that	 carnivalesque	 humor	
2
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“brings	laughter	and	the	risorial	close	to	the	world	of	fiction	and	poetics,	
as	 forms	 of	 revealing	 other	 possibilities,	 beyond	 the	 closed	 systems	 of	




anthropological	basis	of	our	experience	of	art?	 	 I	 should	 like	 to	develop	
this	question	with	the	help	of	the	concepts	of	play,	symbol,	and	festival”	
(1995:22).		Play	and	festival	do	not	permit	the	classical	distance	between	
onlookers	and	participants,	because	play	is	“a form of nonpurposive activity”	
(1995:23,	italics	in	original).		The	mental	attitudes	produced	through	play	
and	 festivals	 equate	 the	 extreme	 seriousness	 of	 children’s	 play	with	 the	
extreme	 seriousness	 of	 play	 in	modern	 art.	 	To	understand	 this	 art	 one	
must	 understand	 the	 profound	 reasoning	 of	Gadamer’s	 notion	 of	 “The	
Play	of	Art”:
Play	 and	 seriousness,	 the	 exuberance	 and	 superabundance	 of	 life,	 on	 the	
one	hand,	and	the	tense	power	of	vital	energy	on	the	other,	are	profoundly	
interwoven.	 	They	 interact	with	 one	 another,	 and	 those	who	 have	 looked	
deeply	 into	human	nature	have	 recognized	 that	our	capacity	 for	play	 is	an	
expression	 of	 the	 highest	 seriousness.	 	 For	we	 read	 in	Nietzsche,	 “Mature	
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(2000)	 calls	 attention	 to	 a	 real	 epistemology	 of	 laughter,	 showing	 that	
it	 is	 crucial	 to	 ask	 why	 Piaroa	myths	 emphasize	 the	 humorous,	 erotic,	


















the	social	 function	 is	 relief	 through	controlled	 inversion	and	 its	 relation	
to	 social	 structure.	 	Only	 certain	persons	are	 allowed	 to	play	 in	defined	
contexts.	 	Carneiro	da	Cunha	turns	to	this	classic	theme	in	her	analysis	
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feared	beings	not	ordinarily	considered	sources	of	amusement.	 	In	other	
words,	the	Chulupi	laugh	at	their	own	fears	and	at	that	which	represents	
their	 concept	 of	 power.	 	 Surrallés	 affirms	 that	 “That	which	makes	 one	
laugh	 at	humor	 is	 frequently	nothing	other	 than	 the	 verification	of	 the	
possibility	only	accorded	to	humor	to	say	that	which	would	be	impossible	
to	be	said	in	another	way”	(2003:100).









of	 laughter	 among	 the	Waiãpi,	 where	 each	 type	 of	 laughter	 expresses	
distinct	attitudes	and	sentiments.		Women	laugh	in	a	different	way	than	














	 Susan	 Steward	 affirms	 the	 centrality	 of	 the	 grotesque	 body	 in	 the	
Bakhtian	 carnival	 rituals:	 “The	 body	 presents	 a	 paradox	 of	 contained	
and	 container	 at	 once.	 	Thus	 our	 attention	 is	 continually	 focused	upon	




see	 Leach	 (1972);	 Douglas	 (1966);	 Seeger,	 da	 Matta	 and	 Viveiros	 de	
Castro	(1979).		Grotesque	humor	deals	with	the	same	raw	material.		Thus,	
Bakhtin	 (in	 Steward	 1993:105)	 characterized	 the	 grotesque	 body	 as	 “a	
5
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	 Steward	 contrasts	 this	 grotesque	 exhibition	 of	 medieval	 carnival	
with	 the	 freak	shows	of	 the	eighteenth	and	nineteenth	centuries,	where	
the	grotesque	in	exhibition	is	a	whole	body	(e.g.,	of	a	dwarf	or	Siamese	
twins)	 and	 serves	not	 to	 unite	 and	mingle	 those	 involved	 in	 a	 carnival,	
but	 to	 separate	 the	public	 in	 its	normality	 from	 the	grotesque	figure	 in	
exhibition.
	 A	 lot	 of	 what	 Bakhtin	 detected	 in	 the	 cosmology	 of	 the	 carnival	
grotesque	 can	 be	 applied	 to	 the	 significance	 of	 the	 grotesque	 for	 the	
Amerindians.		As	highlighted	by	Steward,	we	are	dealing	with	a	reflection	
on	productive	and	reproductive	processes,	that	are	amplified	into	cosmic	
themes	 and	 detached	 from	 individualized	 and	 indivisible	 bodies.	 	The	
festive	bodies	participate	 in	a	 larger	body	and	are	themselves	“dividuals”	












a	 living	person.	 	Thought	 is	 embodied	 in	a	 thinking	body	because	only	
when	 the	 body	 is	 at	 rest	 or	 fragile	 will	 independent	 souls	 be	 detached	
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	 One	 issue	 refers	 to	 a	 specific	 conception	 of	 the	 relation	 between	
similarity	and	difference,	 that	 is,	 the	capacity	 to	act	on	and	 incorporate	
















When	 they	were	 big	 enough	 to	walk,	Nete	 told	 her	 children	 they	 had	 an	
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	 This	 is	 not	 the	 only	myth	 that	 uses	 the	 theme	 of	 puikama	 fishing	
expeditions	 to	 evoke	 the	 image	 of	 strong	 sexual	 desire,	 a	 desire	 usually	
linked	to	extramarital	affairs.		The	myth	of	Bane,	which	I	heard	twice	as	
it	was	 told	on	 the	eve	of	a	collective	fishing	expedition,	 links	 the	hero’s	
extramarital	 affair	with	 the	wife	of	his	brother	 to	his	ensuing	abundant	
catch	 of	 fish.	 	He	 stays	 behind	 and	 does	 not	 fish	with	 the	 community	
because	he	is	making	love	to	his	mistress.		People	return	from	the	fishing	
expedition,	 having	 no	 idea	 where	 Bane	 or	 his	 brother’s	 wife	might	 be.	




















that	he	does	not	 go	 far,	 but	 keeps	 circling	 around	 the	house	 to	 control	
her.	 	Thus,	he	 comes	back	without	 game,	while	 at	 the	 same	 time	he	 is	
8
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	 Through	the	detailed	descriptions	of	 transgressive	 love	presented	 in	
this	myth,	 we	 learn	 a	 lot	 about	Cashinahua	moral	 etiquette	 and	 about	
specific	 situations	 associated	 to	 particular	 amorous	 associations.	 	 The	
licencious	adventures	of	Paketawã	and	Bane	can	be	counterproductive	in	
9
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terms	of	normative	social	exchange,	but	these	adventures	allow	for	efficacy	









	 The	 figure	 of	 the	 excessively	 jealous	 husband,	 represented	 by	 the	




related	 to	 carnal	 intercourse	 and	 affective	 relations.	 	Humor	 enters	 the	
purview	of	relational	knowledge—the	basis	of	all	knowledge	about	acting	
upon	and	constructing	the	world—and	guarantees	the	possibility	of	dealing	
with	delicate	 topics	without	offending	anyone	or	 losing	 face.	 	Here	 the	
importance	of	the	iconic	language	that	presents	possible	modes	of	being,	
without	requiring	denotative	or	accusatory	modes,	is	important.		Laughter	











The	wife	 is	 extremely	 beautiful.	 	They	 argue	 along	 the	way.	 	 “Let’s	 go	
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the	possible	dau	 (ornaments,	medicine)	one	might	acquire	 in	a	 lifetime.	
They	are	covered	in	the	woven	cloth	with	design	(tadi	keneya),	wear	macaw	
feathers	in	their	nostrils,	and	wear	round	earrings	of	river	shells	in	their	























In	other	contexts	 this	 idea	recurs.	 	Young	and	old,	 the	colors	white	and	
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a	 relation	 of	 transformation,	 approximate	 representation,	 evocation,	 or	




is	 translated	 as	 “playing	 at	 white	man.”	 	 In	 these	 sketches,	 little	 comic	
presentations,	 the	performers	 are	dressed	 as	white	people.	 	The	 scene	 I	
witnessed	was	 very	 short,	 and	 represented	drunken	 and	 clumsy	 rubber-






sketch	witnessed	 by	McCallum	 in	 1990	 (2000:384–386),	 the	 Inka	 had	
been	replaced	by	cariú	(the	white	people).		
	 To	 laugh	 with	 and	 ridicule	 the	 figure	 of	 power	 is	 a	 well-known	
phenomenon.	 	 This	 subversive	 laughter	 can	 be	 found	 in	 the	 parodies	





the	Other	can	become	 like	us	and	we	can	become	 like	 the	Other.	 	The	
drunkard’s	becoming	violent	and	clumsy	at	the	same	time,	for	example,	is	
not	at	all	unknown	in	the	Cashinahua	experience	(although	it	is	relatively	
uncommon).	 	 A	 scene	 of	 this	 type	 is	 associated	 with	 the	 presence	 of	




	 Traditional	 rituals	 based	 on	 the	 consumption	 of	 manioc	 beer	 are	
very	 common	 in	 the	 region	and	 show	a	clear	 intention,	which	 is	 to	get	
everybody	drunk	while	dancing	and	celebrating.		These	drinks,	however,	
are	much	 less	concentrated	than	those	made	from	sugar	cane,	and	their	
use	 is	 more	 accurately	 compared	 with	 the	 festive	 use	 of	 beer	 in	 other	
13
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	 The	 Cashinahua	 recognize	 several	 ritual	 contexts	 in	 which	 people	
experiment	with	the	possibility	of	becoming	Other.		The	damiain	are	only	





























this	way,	 never	 real	 staple	 food.	 	 Ingrid	Weber	 observed,	 during	 a	 visit	
14
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The	president	 of	 the	Bank	of	 the	 village	 is	Manuel	Sampaio	himself	 (the	
young	 village	 head),	 but	 other	 dignitaries	 have	 been	 elected,	 all	 of	 them	
belonging	 to	 the	principal	political	parties	PFL,	PT	etc.,	 represented	by	a	











	 This	“altering”	 is	a	way	of	becoming	Self	 instead	of	Other,	and	 is	a	
game	the	Panoans	know	how	to	play	very	well.	 	The	activity	consists	of	
experimenting	with	the	point	of	view	of	the	Other	and	of	incorporating	










“OUR CARNIVAL”: THE GROTESQUE IN THE GESTURAL 
MIMICRY OF THE “WAR OF THE SEXES”
	 Humor	has	an	important	role	to	play	in	the	performance	of	narratives	
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	 Humor	 is	 also	 present	 during	 the	 ritual	 of	 increase	 in	 the	 form	 of	
song	 poetics.	 	This	 is	 the	most	 frequently	 celebrated	 ritual	 among	 the	

















(Hem hem hita hita tapa tapadania hem hem);	[repeat	two	times]	
It	is	smooth,	it	is	smooth,	it	is	very	smooth	
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	 This	 is	 an	 example	of	poetic	 conquest	 in	which	 the	most	 inventive	
insulting	 tropes,	 metaphors,	 or	 provocative	 poetic	 descriptions	 are	 met	
with	 screams	of	 both	 approval	 and	 indignation.	 	Although	members	 of	
one	gender	open	the	dance,	the	dancing	becomes	animated	only	when	the	
other	joins	in	and	starts	to	sing/shout	its	“insults”	as	a	collective	response.	
The	 “offenses,”	 such	 as	 “vampire	 bat”	 (for	 vagina)	 or	 “Tortoise	 Neck”	
(for	penis),	are	never	directed	towards	individual	targets,	but	rather	they	
collectively	 celebrate	 the	 antagonistic	 aspects	 of	 the	 attraction	 between	





















wave	the	corn	up	and	down.	 	On	the	other	side	of	 the	square,	 the	men	
prepare	their	miniature	bows	and	arrows	for	shooting	at	the	women.		The	
women	 start	 the	 attack,	 running	 towards	 their	 cross-cousins	with	 their	
maize	cobs.		The	men	run	away,	trying	to	get	enough	distance	to	shoot	their	
attackers	in	their	skirts.		In	the	end	the	“fighting”	involves	the	majority	of	
men	and	women	of	 the	 village.	 	Everyone,	 shouts,	 laughs,	 and	has	 fun.	
Finally,	the	women	shell	kernels	of	the	cob	and	toss	them	on	the	ground,	
imitating	ejaculation.		Again,	men	counterattack	with	arrows.		
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the	 Cashinahua	 and	 other	 Amazonian	 peoples)	 in	 engaging	 people	 in	
collective	work	by	creating	a	festive	atmosphere	that	encourages	people	to	
join	in	freely.		
	 The	 Cashinahua	 extend	 this	 logic	 to	 their	 negotiation	 with	 the	







above	 seem	 to	 act	 in	 a	way	 that	 support	Austin´s	 speech	 act	 theory,	 in	
which	words	do	not	only	inform,	but	act	upon,	the	world	in	far-reaching	
ways	(see	Austin	1989;	Tambiah	1979:119).		Thus,	one	of	the	songs	of	the	
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of	 corn	 soup,	which	 is	 offered	 by	 the	 potential	wives	 to	 their	 potential	
husbands,	 who	 are	 cross-cousins.	 	 	 The	 song	 operates	 in	 a	 humorous	
vein.		People	laugh	because	something	is	revealed	that	would,	under	sober	
conditions,	never	be	revealed.		
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time	we	 are	 asking	 for	 the	 fertility	of	our	people.	 	A	happy	 village	 is	 a	
village	where	many	babies	are	born.”			
	 Burlesque	humor,	however,	is	not	absent	in	daily	live.		Omnipresent	













	 It	 has	 been	 the	 intention	 of	 this	 essay	 to	 demonstrate	 how	 the	
grotesque	humor	of	pantomime	and	myth,	the	festive	humor	of	play,	and	
the	humor	used	to	criticize	excesses	in	narrative,	myth,	and	in	the	damiain 
sketches,	 can	 all	 be	 read	 as	 modes	 of	 native	 knowledge	 of	 the	 world	
and	of	the	relationships	holding	this	world	together.	 	Native	exegesis	of	
the	 humorous	 imagery	 used	 in	 narrative,	 song,	 and	 pantomime	 reveals	
crucial	values	related	to	Cashinahua	concepts	of	sociality,	conviviality,	and	
personhood.		These	are	iconic	discourses	about	the	quality	of	relationships	
between	 people,	 and	 between	 people	 and	 the	 animated	world,	 a	 world	
which	is	inhabited	by	beings	who	need	to	be	seduced	into	collaboration	
and	cooperation.		The	humor	of	the	grotesque	body—composed	of	parts	




	 What	 kind	 of	 knowledge	 is	 expressed	 in	 humor?	 	 Festive	 humor	
and	grotesque	humor	 express	 a	knowledge	of	how	 to	 act	 on	 the	world,	
a	 knowledge	 lacking	 in	 the	 protagonists	 of	mythic	 time.	 	 In	myth,	 the	
powerful	owners	(or	keepers)	of	knowledge	crucial	to	life	were	conquered	
20
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	 2.	 	 I	 conducted	 fieldwork	 among	 the	Cashinahua	 of	 the	 Indigenous	Area	





rituals:	 Erikson	 (1996);	Carid	 (1999);	McCallum	 (1989,	 2002)	 and	Kensinger	
(1995)	for	the	Panoans;	Mello	(2005)	and	Basso	(1987)	for	the	Xingu	region.
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